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Introduction  
Responding to the need for adults to continue their education and complete their 
degree, most colleges and universities have worked to design one or several 
undergraduate degree programs in content and format that are more accommodating to 
the adult, nontraditional learner. (Whelan, 2004).  Since the mid 1980s, the number of 
colleges offering degree completion and accelerated programs has increased. The 
competition for recruiting the adult student is intense. Consequently, colleges have been 
responsive at various levels to promote access to and success in postsecondary education 
for the nontraditional student. (Bash, 2003). This can include revisiting policies and 
procedures for awarding credit for and adding assessment of credit for prior learning 
opportunities.  
The assessment, awarding, transferring, and transcribing of credits for prior 
learning held by the adult learner has become a complex process. This has occurred given 
the need for the adult learner to have transportability of credits, the increasing openness 
to extrainstitutional learning, and the transfer and award of credit between dissimilar 
institutions. 
Allowing for transfer of credit for prior learning generates interest and motivates 
students to complete their bachelor’s degree. While there will continue to be ongoing 
discussions in higher education about what constitutes “college-level” learning, and 
organizations have been established to assess such learning, accrediting organizations 
encourage institutions to develop policies and procedures for assessing prior learning and 
awarding credits toward a degree.  
The purpose of this article is to review the types of prior learning assessments that 
can be offered to the nontraditional continuing education student. A brief description of 
each major category of prior learning will be given, along with a discussion of the 
validity and reliability of each method. Some considerations, best practices, and resources 
will be offered to assist academic program directors identify the prior learning 
opportunities that fit best for their adult continuing education degree programs. 
Experienced academic program directors can consider adding other prior learning 
assessment opportunities or improve their policies, procedures, and quality control 
systems.  
 
Value of Granting Credit for Prior Learning  
Allowing credit for prior learning is valuable to the adult continuing education 
student because it can subsequently provide: 
1. direct transfer of credits to the student’s degree completion program; 
2. transfer of credits giving the student an advanced standing status  
3. waiver of a course, but not credits, in the student’s degree plan; and 
4. satisfaction of a prerequisite requirement before taking a course 
 
For those institutions whose senior administration may be resistant to granting 
credit for prior learning, it is important to understand the reasons for such resistance, as 
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well as the specific type of credit that is under scrutiny. In a few instances, all previously-
earned credit, even most of that which is completed at another regionally-accredited 
institution, may be denied in transfer; fortunately, this is rare.  In a great many more 
cases, however, the nontraditional types of prior learning are not granted credit (i.e., 
credit for standardized tests, for ACE-evaluated training programs, for portfolio-
documented prior learning, etc.).  Adult-friendly institutions generally respect the value 
of experientially-acquired knowledge; still, the institutionalization of nontraditional 
modes of prior learning assessment is not universal even where there exist large, adult 
student populations.  Recalcitrant faculty in academic departments who decide that this 
kind of knowledge is worth less than what can be learned in the classroom are 
occasionally awed when confronted with the wealth and richness of learning that can be 
demonstrated in a strong student portfolio. The most effective method for convincing 
faculty that experiential learning is valid and valuable is to allow them to read the 
narratives that describe and analyze learning by reflective, intelligent, mature adult 
students. 
 
Institutional Capacity Review 
 Before selecting which prior learning activity to include in a continuing education 
degree completion program, it is useful to conduct an institutional capacity review. 
Questions to consider include: 
• What are the institutions’s guiding precepts for offering credit for prior 
learning? (Some programs offer this because it was inherited. Others see it 
as a valuable marketing tool, while other programs have a sincere 
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appreciation for the value of prior learning experiences of their adult 
students.) 
• Does there exist a genuine understanding and commitment to credit for 
prior learning among the institution’s academic leaders and registrar?  
• Are there appropriate procedures and systems in place to manage the 
assessment of prior learning activities?  
• Who will take responsibility for training personnel (academic advisors, 
faculty, academic program directors, and registrar staff) on how to execute 
consistent and high quality prior learning assessments?  
• Who is ultimately responsible for quality control of the prior learning 
assessments? 
• What communication plan is in place to ensure that students receive 
accurate and consistent information about the credit for prior learning 
opportunities and that there is outreach communication, especially to 
students in nontraditional settings, so that students are aware of these 
offerings?  
Areas of Opportunity 
Prior learning assessment and the subsequent awarding of credit or advanced 
standing is generally considered and defined under the following areas. 
A. Direct transfer and awarding of credit from a regionally accredited 
college/university 
First, it is important for academic leaders and staff in the adult continuing 
education units to understand that a review of the transcripts from students 
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entering their programs is itself considered part and parcel to the assessment of 
prior learning opportunities. The award of transfer credit from a regionally 
accredited college or university is the most common type of prior learning credit 
award.  It also is an accepted practice at most institutions, though often contingent 
on the student’s chosen degree program.  The validity and reliability of such 
transfer credit is nearly equivalent to the degree of validity and reliability of 
course credit from within the same institution.  As teaching and assessment 
methods and abilities vary among different faculty at the same institution, so do 
they vary from one institution to another.   
 
The sanction of regional accreditation allows institutions to accept credit from 
others in “good faith” and with the understanding that courses may not be 
equivalent to their own, but of equivalent value.  Of course, many variables come 
into play in the transfer of courses, such as the type of regionally accredited 
institution from which the course originates (e.g., two-year community college 
versus four-year university) and the type of credit being transferred into a specific 
degree program (e.g., non-liberal arts, applied courses being transferred into a 
liberal arts degree program).  In general, however, validity and reliability are not a 
problematic issue in the transfer of credits from one regionally accredited 
institution to another. 
 
One common method of validating and transfering credit from a community 
college to a four-year school is through a transfer articulation agreement.  Years 
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ago, such articulation agreements were seen as a recruitment tool by the four-year 
institutions, and a service to constituents by the community colleges.  Now the 
practice has become common, with some state governments dictating guidelines 
for articulation among institutions,  In general, articulation agreements illustrate 
how courses at one institution will be accepted in transfer by another.  In the case 
of transfer from a community college to a senior college, having earned the 
associate degree in good academic standing usually grants the student automatic 
junior standing. 
 
Certainly the Registrar and his/her staff know to follow guidelines developed by 
their profession. (American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions 
Officers, 2001).  However, it is useful for academic leaders managing adult 
continuing education programs to conduct a full review of this process to learn 
about who is making the decision about transferring credits for prospective or 
matriculated students (e.g., admissions personnel, academic advisors, registrar 
staff, academic program directors, department chairs), and most important who is 
responsible for answering questions when they arise about the appropriate credit 
transfers to be made for their programs.  
 
Colleges use a number of models for how prior course credits get transferred. For 
example, some place the major responsibility for recognizing prior course credit 
on an academic advisor. Other colleges may leave this to an academic program 
leader. Some have this accomplished via a combination of admission staff and 
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registrar staff decisions. Some schools send transcripts to a “pool” of staff and 
faculty who are trained on how to transfer in credits for prior course work. Today 
these decisions can be assisted by information systems that expedite the process. 
A word of caution here is that regardless of what system is set up, it is incumbent 
upon the academic leader to ensure that best practices are followed; that the 
transferring of credit is accurate, consistent, and fair so adult learners can 
maximize the amount of credits transferred into their degree programs.  
 
Transferring of credits, even from regionally accredited schools, is hardly a 
perfunctory activity. Continuing education students deserve accurate, consistent, 
and fair transferring of prior college credit decisions in a timely manner. Also, 
poorly conducted transferring of credits with little academic leader oversight can 
cause a sundry of missed expectations down the road for continuing education 
students and consequently demanding, unnecessarily, of someone’s time and 
attention at this later point in time. 
 
B. Awarding of credits or advanced standing from an accredited (other than 
regionally accredited) postsecondary institution for formal and documented 
learning at the college level 
Those who do not have a good understanding of the breadth of postsecondary 
schools and assessing prior learning may categorically dismiss prior course credit 
transfers because the student took a course at a school that was not accredited by 
one of the eight regional accrediting bodies. (Note: Although there are six regions, 
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there are eight regional accrediting associations. Two of the regions, New 
England and the Western Association, have two accrediting associations each for 
different types of postsecondary institutions.) There are many postsecondary 
institutions that offer comparable college level learning but are accredited under a 
body other than the regional accrediting bodies. For example, a student may have 
attended a seminary and taken courses in philosophy, but seminaries are not 
accredited by one of the eight regional accrediting bodies. Similarly, a student 
may have attended a technical school that uses a different accrediting body, not a 
regional one. The course work taken at these schools can certainly be at the 
college level. One may be able to argue that such course work is of higher 
educational quality than what would be offered at the intended college/university. 
It is not suggested that any type of accreditation, in itself, requires an obligation to 
transfer credits from that institution. However, it may not make sense to have this 
prior course work categorically dismissed.    
 
The granting of advanced standing from a nationally or professionally accredited 
institution of postsecondary education is more complex than direct transfer credit 
between two regionally accredited institutions.  While regional accreditation 
ostensibly certifies that academic course work is what it purports to be – college 
level and commensurate with regional standards – national or alternative 
accrediting bodies may have different standards.  Each accrediting association has 
its own criteria as to what constitutes qualification for inclusion.  As there is great 
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variance among these bodies, there may be variance among non-regionally 
accredited, postsecondary institutions, as well.   
 
Regionally accredited institutions typically have a policy on course work from 
such institutions.  Some regionally accredited institutions will not even review 
course work from institutions that are not regionally accredited.  Some will 
attempt to validate the course work through internal assessment practices, i.e., 
departmental challenge exams, assessment interview between student and faculty 
member in the discipline, or an internal, faculty-driven evaluation of the non-
regionally accredited institution’s courses.  In cases in which a second method of 
validation is employed, advanced standing can be considered as valid and reliable 
as the transfer of credit from one regionally accredited institution to another.  In 
cases in which no additional method of validation of the learning is implemented, 
validity and reliability can only be guaranteed as per the standards of the 
accrediting association. 
  
Some considerations and best practices for taking credits from an accredited 
(other than regionally accredited) postsecondary institution are the following:  
• Review, validation, and approval of the type of accreditation of the 
institution by an academic program director with oversight given by the 
registrar and dean for the continuing education unit.  
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• Validation and documentation of course work; at minimum a review of 
official transcript, but course description, course learner objectives, and 
syllabi can be requested for review. 
• Approval of the number of credits (reviewing credit hours) to be awarded 
for a given course; this need not be a one-to-one match. 
• Establishing what types of course work will be open for consideration for 
these types of course credits (e.g., major, general education, electives) and 
identifying what other academic unit may need to agree to such awarding 
of the credit (e.g., department chair).  
• A communication plan that clearly explains to the student the opportunity 
for this type of transfer and any limits on portability of the transferring 
credits. For example, course work could be transferred for credit to satisfy 
the electives within the student’s course plan.  Transfer could be a block 
transfer of credit and need not have a one-to-one course catalog match. 
Also, students should understand that if they change majors or leave the 
college, transfer of these advanced standing credits for prior learning in 
this area may not be recognized by another major at the college or another 
college.  
 
C. Course challenge exams sponsored by departments 
Some departments allow students to take a challenge exam to advance more 
quickly to another level of learning or not have to take course work in a content 
area in which the student is quite familiar. Ideally these policies and procedures 
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are set and have oversight from a high level of decisions makers in the university 
or maybe at the college level within the university setting. This may not always be 
the case, and at times convention can rule the day. It is useful to learn about the 
challenge exam policies and procedures at one’s institution and see how the 
continuing education student can take advantage of this prior learning assessment 
opportunity.  
 
What makes a departmental challenge exam valid is that it is designed by faculty 
who teach at the institution that is administering it, faculty who know what they 
want their students to have learned through completion of a particular course.  As 
valid and reliable as an in-class course, a departmental challenge exam certifies 
that the student knows enough in the content area to have passed the particular 
course. 
 
Whatever exists or what is developed should be explained clearly to students in 
the institution’s programs. Additionally, if students are not considered “eligible” 
to take a departmental challenge exam, continuing education staff should ask 
why. Some continuing education units have actually offered to assist departments 
manage the proctoring of such challenge exams, taking advantage of their 
competency in assessing prior learning. This understandably can be pleasing to a 
busy department chair who feels confident that students will have a fair and 
consistent way of taking advantage of this prior learning assessment opportunity.   
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D. Awarding of credit for taking nationally-recognized standardized exams that 
assess content knowledge of college level courses or exams established by 
academic units. 
College credit can be awarded to satisfy course credits by students taking 
nationally-recognized standardized exams which assess content knowledge of 
college level courses. These examinations are administered by a number of 
recognized, but not always understood even within continuing education units, 
testing organizations. Examples of such testing organizations include: 
• College-Level Examination Program (CLEP) administered by the 
College Board 
• DANTES Subject Standardized Tests program (DSST) 
administered by the Educational Testing Service 
• The American College Testing Proficiency Examination Program 
(ACT/PEP) 
• Excelsior College Exams--formerly Regents College Examinations 
• Thomas Edison College Examination Program (TECEP) 
administered by Thomas Edison State College 
• Advanced Placement Examinations (AP) 
What makes these exams valid and reliable is the method by which they are 
developed and scored. Most of these nationally-recognized, standardized exams 
are developed by faculty from regionally accredited colleges and universities.  
Questions are submitted, reviewed, discussed and revised by other such faculty to 
assess their suitability in assessing the particular content area.  Some of these tests 
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are then beta-tested, administered to a pilot group, to assure quality and validity.  
Test questions may become part of a test bank so that the organization offering 
the exam can give different exams that essentially measure the same prior 
knowledge.   
 
Reliability is often assessed through data collected from repeated administrations 
and subsequent revision, as necessary.  Testing programs revise and update their 
test questions periodically to maintain accuracy and currency; many also employ 
formative assessment measures to ensure continued validity and reliability.  Many 
factors affect the effectiveness of standardized tests, and in the past 30 years, 
much has been discussed about the inherent middle-class bias of these tests.  
However, the testing programs listed above take into account the possibility of 
any regional or class-based bias, and their methods of development are designed 
to address any issues in this regard. 
 
Considerations for administering these offerings include: 
• Research, review, and approval of what standardized examinations will be 
accepted and in what specific content areas.  
• Research, review, and approval of what scores count as satisfactorily 
passing and how the grade transcribes within the university’s grading 
system. 
• A system of validation and documentation of examinations taken and who 
is responsible for collecting/receiving test results.  
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• Policy on the number of credits that can be earned using such testing 
methods. 
• Consideration of serving as proctor for organizations that allow 
administration of their test at the university site   
• Identification of academic leader responsible for oversight of this 
opportunity 
• A communication plan that clearly explains to the students the opportunity 
for these types of assessing prior learning. Given the number of testing 
organizations and their various procedures, including costs, students can 
easily be confused or misconstrue the official policy of the university or 
academic unit. Students may invest time and money in a testing area that 
may not be officially approved by the academic unit, thus creating an 
appeal that will absorb a lot of time.   
 
E. Awarding of credit in advanced standing for Educational Credit by Examinations 
recognized by the American Council on Education (ACE) and the awarding of 
credit in advanced standing for formal and well documented training programs 
conducted by noncollegiate sponsors. 
 
Students may have already taken tests, certification examinations, or received 
certificates of achievement that are recognized by the American Council on 
Education or ACE (American Council on Education, 2004), in which case the 
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continuing education unit may want to consider awarding credit or advanced 
standing.  
 
Thousands of exams and training programs offered by business, government and 
professional organizations have been evaluated by the American Council on 
Education (American Council on Education, 2004). Many regionally accredited 
colleges and universities rely on the recommendations of the American Council 
on Education in granting degree credit for these exams and training programs.  
Similar to the development and assessment of standardized tests, the process of 
evaluating these types of exams and training programs is what brings the credit 
recommendations their validity. 
 
For a training program to be evaluated by ACE, it must submit extensive material 
that describes course content, methods of evaluation, resources used, measures of 
student learning, qualifications of instructors, contact hours and/or other time 
required for completion, assignments required and more.  These materials are read 
and reviewed by a team of faculty who are selected for their expertise in the 
content area, and who are trained to conduct such evaluations.  Criteria and 
guidelines are determined in advance, and the instructional programs or exams are 
evaluated according to these. 
 
In some cases, a team of faculty actually visits the site of training and conducts a 
supplemental evaluation in addition to the review of data.  In all cases, the faculty 
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who evaluate programs look for college-level learning that is appropriate for 
inclusion into a broad variety of degree programs.  In the case of military course 
evaluation, the ACE evaluation produces a recommendation that classifies the 
instruction into vocational or academic, and two-year college, four-year or 
graduate level; it also gives an academic subject area in which the course may be 
categorized. 
 
It is important to note that though ACE publishes credit recommendations for 
collegiate institutions, it is not a body that offers actual credit. ACE is certifying 
that the exam or training program has been evaluated by faculty for potential 
acceptance into a degree program.  Institutions of higher education are not obliged 
to abide by ACE recommendations, though many take advantage of the rigorous 
evaluation to make decisions on the award of credit into a degree program. 
 
There are several ways that these credits can be counted, such as satisfying open 
electives. Transfer of credit can be made as a block transfer of credit and need not 
have a one-to-one course catalog match. Similar to prior learning opportunity “B” 
above students must understand that if they change majors or leave the university, 
transfer of these advanced standing credits for prior learning in this area may not 
be recognized by another major at the university or other postsecondary 
institutions.  
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The award of credit for formal, well-documented training programs conducted by 
noncollegiate sponsors is an area of prior learning that is not as well known, or is 
often misunderstood. If the continuing education unit takes an expansive 
interpretation for giving credit [for prior learning] where credit is due, then this 
area can be an additional opportunity for experienced adult learners to gain credits 
toward degree completion.  
 
These credits are awarded for students’ participation in formal education 
programs sponsored by organizations such as:  
a. the United States Military 
b. business, industry, and trade groups 
c. government organizations 
d. professional organizations 
 
First, it is important to stipulate that these sponsoring entities abide by the 
guidelines for quality continuing education. (International Association for 
Continuing Higher Education and Training, 1998).  A best practice protocol to 
follow to ensure accurate and fair assessment of prior learning via a non-
collegiate sponsoring organization and ensure quality control could include the 
following steps:  
I. Petition for Credit for Prior Learning 
 17
a. Students are asked to complete a petition to receive credit for prior 
learning for noncollegiate sponsored instruction/training and 
learning 
II. Defining the prior learning as college level learning 
a. Students work with academic leader or PLA coordinator to match 
the noncollegiate sponsored instruction/training and learning to an 
existing college course description and learner objectives.  
b. Students consider how their noncollegiate sponsored 
instruction/training and learning relates to their academic course 
and overall degree program. 
c. Credits are considered for learning that has a balance, appropriate 
to the subject, between theory and practical application. 
III. Approving the provider for the noncollegiate sponsored learning 
a. Recommendation for provider approval is made by the academic 
leader, e.g., degree program director or academic dean of 
continuing education. 
b. High value can be placed on providers and programs that have 
been approved by the American Council on Education’s (ACE) 
College Credit Recommendation Service (CREDIT) and the 
University of the State of New York Board of Regent’s National 
Program on Noncollegiate Sponsored Instruction (National 
PONSI). 
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c. Recognized provider programs that are ongoing should be 
approved by the dean of continuing education. This approval is 
especially important when the provider program is not reviewed 
and approved by ACE and/or National PONSI 
 
IV. Eligibility for review of noncollegiate sponsored instruction 
a. The student should  be matriculated in one of degree programs that 
allow for credit for prior learning.  
b. The student’s noncollegiate sponsored instruction must meet the 
criteria established for awarding credit for noncollegiate sponsored 
learning as outlined in V. below. 
c. The noncollegiate sponsored training should have taken place prior 
to acceptance into the degree program.  
d. Petitions to review credit for noncollegiate sponsored instruction 
should take place within the first year of enrollment into the degree 
program.  
V. Criteria for awarding credit for noncollegiate sponsored instruction could 
include the following: 
a. Oversight for the instruction is managed by an official principal 
within the organization.  
b. An official from the organization needs to validate and document 
the authenticity of the instruction: 
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i. Unique identifier for name of the individual who took the 
course/training 
ii. Qualified instructor has been used 
iii. Employee or member has successfully completed and 
fulfilled requirement of the course via assessment or 
evaluation 
iv. Number of continuing education units granted or number of 
instructional hours are officially recorded and documented 
c. Course or combinations meet or exceed the number of instructional 
hours to award an advanced standing credit, i.e., only whole credits 
are used for advanced standing.  
d. Organization has or could be required to seek approval from an 
outside continuing professional education agency, e.g., ACE, 
National PONSI, International Association for Continuation 
Education and Training (IACET). 
e. Review of content and quality of the instruction according to: 
i. A detailed syllabus/course outline describing the learning 
objectives, content, and schedule of instruction 
ii. Instructional materials used (e.g., textbooks, workbooks, 
handouts) 
iii. Assessment tools (e.g., tests, demonstrations) 
iv. Assessment results (e.g., scores, grades, certificates) 
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f. Credit is awarded for the college level learning that takes place as a 
result of the instruction and training not simply the seat time or 
having completed the instructional experience.  
g. Assessors of the noncollegiate sponsored instruction reserve the 
right to have students demonstrate competency via testing or essay. 
Such  assessments may focus on: 
i. Students’ grasp of the conceptual as well as the practical 
aspects of the learning 
ii. Students can apply the learning to their work or personal 
setting 
iii. Students can apply knowledge and skills outside the 
context in which it was acquired, i.e., knowledge transfer 
h. Give reasons for declining the awarding of credit. 
 
VI. Transcription of Credit 
a. Once credit equivalency is established, the record can be made to 
the college registrar that credit for prior learning has occurred. 
b. Guidelines may be established as to how such credits fit into the 
student’s degree course plan, e.g., open electives but not other 
courses.  
c. Parameters such as credits block transfer of credit and portability 
to another degree program within the college should be noted, as 
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well as a disclaimer that credit may not transfer to another 
postsecondary institution.  
d. Credit awards should be carefully monitored to avoid giving credit 
twice for the same learning. While noncollegiate sponsored 
instruction can also support an assessment of prior learning via 
portfolio, it cannot duplicate the awarding of credit for the same 
learning. 
VII. Fees 
a. Policy and communication mechanism should be established for 
any fees used for services performed for investigation, validation, 
and review of the noncollegiate sponsored instruction 
 
F. Awarding of credit or advanced standing from Portfolio Assessment. 
 
Portfolio assessment has become a well recognized form of giving credit for prior 
learning in adult continuing education (Mandell & Michelson, 1990). Assessing 
student portfolios that demonstrate prior learning is a highly developed student 
learning evaluation skill and organizational procedure that should not be 
underestimated. There are a number of excellent resources that guide the practice 
of the a) student preparation for; and b) faculty evaluation of student portfolios 
that demonstrate knowledge, skills, and competencies gained from prior work/life 
experiences.  
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The portfolio is a complex written document through which a student assesses 
learning from prior work/life experience and demonstrates that this learning meets 
the substantive theoretical and practical learner objectives commensurate with a 
college-level course (Whitaker, U., 1989; Fiddler, M., et al., 2006). Experience, 
per se, does not necessarily mean learning took place. Credit is awarded for 
learning and not simply for experience.  
 
The process and practice of assessing prior learning through portfolio or credit-
by-evaluation is what brings validity to the method. Learning must be assessed by 
qualified faculty who are content experts and have been trained to evaluate 
learning by applying appropriate criteria.  Typically, in portfolio assessment, 
knowledge of a particular course is being “challenged”, and a credit value is 
assigned to the course.  The assessment basically constitutes a validation that the 
student knows the course content through a thorough analysis of the student’s 
portfolio.  The portfolio usually contains documentation of the learning, as well as 
a narrative by the student that discusses how, when and where the knowledge was 
acquired.  The narrative also provides to the faculty assessor that the student 
possesses authentic and indisputable knowledge of the course at the same level 
the course is taught in the college. (Dagavarian, 2003). 
 
If a course is not the unit that is being challenged with the portfolio, and the 
content is an independent body of knowledge, the component still must be 
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assessed by faculty and determined to be of college level and appropriate to the 
student’s degree program. 
 
The second edition of the 1989 landmark work by Urban Whitaker, Assessing 
Learning: Standards, Principles & Procedures (Fiddler, et.al., 2006, pp. 13-24) 
outlines ten standards that assure quality in the assessment of learning.  These ten 
standards ensure validity of assessment, and address both process and 
administrative context.  Briefly, credit should be awarded only for knowledge, not 
for experience; criteria used for determining the level of the learning should be 
known and public; the assessment should be an integral part of learning; content 
experts, or faculty, should conduct the assessment; credit should be appropriate to 
the context in which it is placed; transcription should be clear; all policies and 
criteria be made public; fees for assessment should be based on the service, not 
the amount of credit awarded; staff should be provided training and ongoing 
professional development; and assessment programs should be appropriately and 
regularly evaluated.  
 
The ten standards, if followed, will provide for valid assessment.  For an 
assessment of prior learning through portfolio to be reliable, and not merely held 
to a similar level of reliability than other types of assessment, certain factors 
should be addressed.  In preface, reliability among different instructors or 
different institutions may vary markedly.  Faculty teaching the same course in the 
same institution may teach and assess learning very differently.  
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 There are, however, several steps that can be taken to promote reliability in 
portfolio assessment.  First, clear criteria for the assessment process should be 
provided.  Second, and probably most important, faculty conducting assessments 
should be well trained in the methodology of portfolio assessment. Assessing 
learning in the classroom is different from assessing learning that is expressed in a 
narrative and authenticated by documentation.  Also, to further guarantee 
reliability, a single assessment could be made by multiple faculty, or at least one 
content expert and one process expert. 
 
To measure reliability, a single assessment could be made by one faculty member, 
and then forwarded blindly to another faculty member, and so on, to see the extent 
of agreement among assessors.  Also, the assessment of prior learning should 
undergo ongoing outcomes assessment to assure both validity and reliability. 
 
Offering students credit for prior learning demonstrated through a portfolio will 
take much time and effort in planning, conducting faculty and staff orientations 
and trainings, and establishing quality control on the part of those responsible for 
its administration. Some general procedural steps and considerations once the 
policies, guidelines, and procedures are established and the talent pool is created 
to assess portfolios could include:  
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1. Students should be matriculated into the degree program before 
petitioning for portfolio development. 
 
2. Eligible students may formally petition and have approval from the degree 
program director, before starting the Portfolio development process. The 
institution may develop a petition for students to prepare a portfolio for 
prior learning assessment. Though this is not a requirement of all portfolio 
assessment programs, it is a useful practice to follow.   
 
3. In some instances, students take a course (1-4 credits, most often) 
designed to help them assess their experiential learning background and 
petition for credit for prior learning. (Longstanding prior learning 
assessment programs that offer courses to assist students in this endeavor 
include Empire State College of the State University of New York and 
Metropolitan State University, Minnesota.) These courses may include an 
exploration of the theories of experiential learning and learning styles and 
how it applies to personal, work, and educational settings. They may give 
students a model of experiential learning that provides the framework for 
students to analyze, reflect on, and narrate their learning experiences. 
Some courses have students actually prepare their first portfolio during the 
term of the course that they may submit for credit. Thus, students get 
credit for the course plus any credit awarded toward the approval of their 
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first portfolio.  When a course is not offered, this same process can take 
place through the academic advising process. 
 
4. Portfolios are formally submitted for review and assigned to a subject 
matter expert trained in assessing portfolios. There are several styles used 
for portfolios. A narrative portfolio may generally run about 15-20 pages 
and have discrete sections such as a personal learning theme, summary of 
learning objectives, essay, and significant documentation. Typically, 
students need to match their learning experiences with the learner 
objectives of one of the courses in the college’s course catalog; some 
schools allow flexibility in matching to courses outside of the college 
catalog.  Also, the parameters of some portfolios can be determined 
without the use of any established course description; in such cases, the 
parameters of the learning would be deemed valid and college level by the 
faculty assessor. 
 
5. Trained subject matter experts review the portfolio using defined criteria 
and a standard evaluation process. Sample criteria are: 
a. Discussion of concrete experiences by student  
b. Evidence of observational/reflection of student 
c. Evidence of conceptual learning  
d. Student’s application of learning 
e. Documentation 
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f. Effectiveness and style of writing 
 
6. The subject matter expert completes a written evaluation of the student’s 
portfolio, and recommends credit to be awarded (or not, as appropriate). 
 
7. Students are generally asked to pay some type of “tuition” and/or fee 
related to the portfolio review process. Students should be aware of all 
fees and tuition at the time of petition for portfolio development. 
 
8. Credits are finally transcribed to the academic record. 
 
9. A limited number of credits to be awarded through this portfolio 
development process is established. Students need only take the 
preparation and process course once, if such a course is offered. Credit 
cannot be given twice for the same learning; however, students may 
integrate parts of other learning activities into the portfolio.  
 
Other Considerations  
 
• Institutions should identify what courses or categories of courses that 
students may transfer for prior learning credit activity. For examples, some 
accelerated degree programs do not allow students to transfer these types 
of credits to the major. 
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• Institutions should identify the maximum number of credits that students 
can apply for in each category of prior learning and the total amount of 
extra-institutional learning.  Consideration of the degree’s residency 
requirement would be used to determine the reasonable amount of extra-
institutional credits. The number of credits granted in the assessment of 
prior learning toward a degree program varies greatly: from zero to the 
entire degree.  However, an average range of total credits that programs 
may grant, nationwide, might be between 30 and 45. 
• Institutions should state that transfer of credits for prior learning activities 
may not count toward the degree residency requirement; the college’s 
residency requirement still stands.  In some cases, credit for prior learning 
is defined by the institution as credit “in residence.” 
• Regardless of the number of prior learning assessment opportunities 
offered to the continuing education leaner, a complete communications 
plan should be developed for both internal and external use to give 
students clear, accurate, and consistent information that allows them a fair 
chance at taking advantage of credit for prior learning. 
• Periodic evaluation of the prior learning assessment program is essential to 
ensure best fit offerings, quality control and improvement, and that 
students, faculty, and staff have a high regard for and good experience 
participating in this important teaching/learning activity offered primarily 
through adult and continuing education programs (Dagavarian & Walters, 
2004). 
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Summary  
 Adult continuing education programs will naturally want to consider offering 
some type of prior learning assessments for their adult learners, given that they value the 
learning and experiences that adult students bring to the collegiate setting. Developing a 
clear rationale and purpose for allowing prior learning assessments is an important initial 
step, before selecting opportunities and establishing policies and procedures.  The 
assessment, awarding, transferring, and transcribing of credits for prior learning held by 
the adult learner has become a complex process. Therefore, academic leaders in 
continuing education programs should become familiar with the types of prior learning 
assessment opportunities available. This includes their history and purpose, current 
practices, educational entities involved in the process, validity and reliability factors, and 
guidelines for best practices. This article reviewed prior learning assessment in six major 
areas. Those academic leaders responsible for oversight and quality control of the prior 
learning assessment process should be clearly identified on campuses. These academic 
leaders need to take responsibility for the policies and procedures throughout the 
institution, education and training of all personnel involved, the assigning of appropriate 
roles and responsibilities, and building sustainability for this unique educational service. 
A complete communications plan should be developed for both internal and external use 
to give prospective and current students clear, accurate, and consistent information that 
allows them a fair chance at taking advantage of credit for prior learning. Periodic 
evaluation of the prior learning assessment program is essential to ensure best fit 
offerings, quality control and improvement, and that students, faculty, and staff have a 
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high regard for and good experience participating in this important teaching/learning 
activity. 
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